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Background: Team sports and physical activity (PA) are associated with improved self-esteem, increased fruit/vegetable intake and less smoking/
recreational drug use among children. Project Healthy Schools (PHS) is a University of Michigan Health System - Community collaborative with 
middle schools, which aims to reduce risk factors in 6th graders through education, activities and environmental changes. PHS 5 main goals include: 
1) eat more fruits/vegetables 2) make better beverage choices 3) exercise at least 150 minutes each week 4) eat less fast/fatty foods 5) spend 
less TV/computer screen time. In conjunction with PHS, Free the Children groups were formed in several schools to promote leadership skills which 
may reinforce healthy behaviors. Data is scarce regarding the relationship between health behaviors and leadership/empathy skills. The object of 
this study was to examine relationships between self-reported PA and participation in team sports (or lessons), and responses to a validated survey 
measuring empathy/self-efficacy of leadership.
Methods: Physiological data (height, weight, BP, HR, random glucose, lipid panel) and questionnaires (24-hr food, 7-day exercise,12-month 
organized PA, lunch source recalls) and leadership skills/empathy questions were administered to 709 6th graders.
Results: Middle school children who reported higher levels of self-efficacy for leadership were more likely to be active. Children who scored highest 
in leadership skills averaged 4.71 (±2.11) vigorously active days (>20 mins) with a similar trend for empathy. Moderate exercise (>30 mins more per 
day) and team sports or lessons positively correlated with higher levels of leadership/empathy (p<0.05).
Conclusions: Among middle school children in local public schools, measures of empathy/self-efficacy for leadership were associated with greater 
levels of PA and participation in team sports or exercise lessons. PA may have more than physiologic benefits and may promote socialization skills at 
an important time in the development of children. Further research is warranted to understand the relationship between these qualities (leadership 
skills/empathy) and health behaviors.
